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HEARING ON 
THE ADMINISTRATION’S MEDICARE PROPOSAL

Good morning.  We are especially pleased to welcome our good friend, colleague, and
former Finance Committee member Bob Kerrey, who is here today representing the Concord
Coalition.  It is good to have you back.

There is a lot on the Committee’s plate this year in the area of health and human services.
There’s Medicare prescription drug coverage.  Regulatory reform and provider payment issues. 
Reviewing and reauthorizing the 1996 welfare reform bill, or “TANF.”  Expanding health care
coverage.  The list goes on.  My hope is that, on each of these issues, we can work together, come
to an agreement, and get things done.  After all, that’s what we were sent here to do.

Turning to the specifics of today’s hearing, we will explore three different, but related
subjects.

First, we want to take a closer look at the Bush administration’s Medicare proposal.  The
centerpiece of the Administration’s plan is a short-term effort to provide immediate prescription
drug relief in the form of coverage for low-income seniors.  The plan also includes a Medicaid
waiver program called “Pharmacy Plus,” and a drug discount card program.

On the broader issue of prescription drug coverage, some insist that so-called “reform”
must accompany a prescription drug benefit.  But reform is in the eye of the beholder.  It means
different things to different people.  I hope that today’s hearing can help us learn what the
administration means when it talks about reform.  Now, I recognize that the administration’s
reform proposal is not spelled out in any detail.  But, nonetheless, we need to get a better sense of
their framework and priorities for Medicare reform.
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The second purpose of this hearing is to help us write the Congressional budget, by
getting a sense of how much it will cost to provide prescription drugs to Medicare beneficiaries.
In the next few weeks the Budget Committee will be working out a budget framework for 2003. 
As part of that process, we will need to determine how much money should be allocated for
prescription drugs and related Medicare spending.

Last year’s budget resolution set aside $300 billion for prescription drugs and Medicare
reform.  That was a preliminary figure.  Since then, we learned from the Congressional Budget
Office that the premiums for benefits at $300 billion would be high.  So high that many Medicare
beneficiaries would not sign up for the program.

As we prepare this year’s budget, there is a wide range of opinion on what the budget
number should be.  And we have a spectrum of views represented here.  The administration has
proposed $190 billion for Medicare, with $77 billion of that dedicated to a low-income benefit. 
The AARP has proposed up to $750 billion for Medicare – and they are prepared to tell us more
about what seniors want and expect from Congress.  It is my hope that this hearing can inform
the debate over how much Congress should spend on prescription drugs and what we should
consider in making that determination.

Third, and finally, I am very interested to learn more about the administration’s new
discount card proposal.  I understand that these cards are currently available but that there might
be some benefit to creating a Medicare-based program, in which sponsoring organizations are
screened and approved by Medicare.

Stepping back for a moment, it is imperative that we keep in mind the needs of Medicare
beneficiaries, particularly those who lack coverage for prescription drugs and are financially
distressed as a result of high drug costs.

We have a tremendous opportunity to make a difference and lend folks a hand, and we
have the responsibility to do our best to meet seniors’ needs.  I look forward to working closely
with the Ranking Member of the Committee, my friend Chuck Grassley, as well as with all the
other members of the Committee who have expressed great interest in and dedication to this
issue.


